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In August 1965. Lee Kuan Yew neither sought nor welcomed the strategic challenge he 

suddeyly faced. fonng a nation-state where one had never existed -Malayaa’s expulsion left 
I 

Smgapore no alternative but to accept the nsk, and the opportunity. of nationhood While Lee 

had only months earller denied even the posslblhty of mdependence. he now placed his 
I 
I 

considerable intellectual and organlzanonal talents to that end. The story of Singapore’s 
I I 

succesSfu1 entry into nanonhood IS pnmanly the story of Lee Kuan Yew’s mslght III anaiynng the 

L 
strategx environment, and his wllhngness to impose exacting, results-oriented domesuc pohcles In 

pursuit of national goals.’ Lee’s paternal authontarianlsm proved to be highly successful, but thrs 

success sowed the seeds of dxontent now producmg weeds in his island paradise. 

Lee’s clear vlslon of the strategic environment actually proceeded Tom a flawed 
I 

assumpnon. Behevmg that Kuala Lumpur acted rashly m evlcnng Singapore, Lee and his senior 

ddvlsois reasoned that if Smgapore could evolve as a model of economx vigor and soc~l 

tolerance. Malayaa would recant and welcome them home ’ Thlb ~5as almost certainly the only 

lapse bee made In his andlysrs of both the domesnc and InternatIonal sltuatlons. Despite this 

lrutlal error. Lee and his People’s Action Party :PAP) charted a Lourse that navigated the dangers 

of the height of the Cold War while overcommg slgnlficant Internal obstacles to nanonhood. 

The internanonal envu-onment In the Fall of 1965 was not parucularly invmng to d 

newborn \tate The newly Independent Island n&on of 2 10 square miles ob\ 10uAy ldcked 

rtrateglc depth Furthermore it wrlc d predomlnJntly ethnlL Chinebe encldce amld\t the Mu4m 

Lrexedt of Maldyhta and Indone\ld- \o one would have faulted Stngdpore b leJder\hlp If It had 

dlrplaytd J preoLLupatlon w lth \ecunty However. Lee Kuan Yew vleusd the \ltucltlon quite 

dIfferentI> Flr\t. \lAy~cl had no dexlgnb on SlnpJpore. d\ evidenced by Ku& Lumpur’\ 

1 



decrstbn to eJect the city from the federaaon Second, Indoneaa’s animosity to the Malaysian 
1 

Federation presented little threat Lee’s efforts to establish trade relations with Indonesia 
I 

margtialized whatever residual threat Jakarta may have posed This apparent about face did 

anger ?4alaysra. but m the end it only s-emed to disabuse Singapore of us dreams of a rebuilt 

federatron 

~ The secret behind Lee’s pursuit of a secure regional environment was not simpiy his ability 

to maneuver between other regional players. but his understanding of the role of the decisive 
I 

extra-regional power, Great Bntam After Bntam’s renuncranon (1959) of colomal nghts to 
I 

Smga#ore, the ruhng PAP had agreed to Bnhsh protection in matters of defense; this status 
I 

continued when Singapore gamed full independence in 1965 Bntam’s contmumg interest in 

Smgapore’s strategic locatton and port facllmes made it a de facto guarantor of Singapore s 
I 

security, as long as Lee was willrng to let the Bntish retain therr unique access 4Iuch ds the 

Royal Vavy once enforced the fledghng American Republx’s Monroe Doctnne now the Royal 

Navy provrded Lee safe harbor amidst his most immediate potential adversaries 

The final international drfficulty facing Lee was Singapore’s role in the bipolar world 

structure While the Cold War was reachtng d peak of intensity during this period. the dynamics 

of blof polmcs on both sides provided Lee several opportunities Fust. the rift between Moscow 

and Beging limited the Sovret’s dbthty to meddle In Southeast A\la precr\ely &t the moment of 

I 
Smg$ore Y greatest vulnerablhty Smgapore’\ ethnic Chinese mclJorrty might have made lt dn 

rnvmng target for \ubversron by BelJing. but the PRC wd\ m~u&.unmg rl low profile and 

reLons denng the hl\tonc pohcy of u\mg expdtnates as d tool to pursue ChIneye foreign polxtex i 
7 

I 
Thi\ left Lee free to toncentrclte on the que\tton of reIdnon\ with the L nued State\ Due to the 



strong reiatlonshlp with Great Bntarn. Lee was free to avord an entanghng alliance with America. 

More tmportantly. Amenca’s growing rnvolvement m Southeast Asia provided Stngapore with 
I 

econobc demands that neatly matched Lee’s vlslon for mdustnahzatron. Despite berng an 

obvious strategic pnze. Smgapore thus escaped becommg a pawn on the bipolar chess board 

While some of Singapore’s success was due to serendipity (e-g , the Smo-Soviet split. 

Great $ntam’s mmal unpuise to remam a player in Southeast Asia, the growmg LS involvement 

m Vremam), a less grfted leader could easily have mrssed the opportumty Lee Kuan Yew not 

only Identified the opportunmes, he exploited them rn a manner which pnmed the pump for 

Smgapbre’s domestic transformatron 

I 
If natural resources are the burldrng blocks of the modern natron-state. Smgapore had few. 

In terms of populatron, It had an overabundance and a difficult ethmc n-~x.~ its only other asset 

I 
was the realtor’s cant of “locahon, locatron. and location,” as It sat astride the strategrc Strans of 

I 

4lalaLca Lee Kuan Yew realized that nanonal cohesion was the key to Smgapore’s vtabrhty To 

hrs credit. Lee was wrllmg to abandon much of hrs dogmatic socrahst past and embrace a senes of 

lmmedrate polrcres which butlt a Stngaporean Identity More tmpresnveiy, he responded to the 

cnsrs posed by the Brmsh strategic withdrdwal with policy revtsrons that remforced Stngapore’s 
I 

recent gains Fmally. once the island state had survtved infancy, he developed new pohcres which 

estabh\hed the prerequlsrtes for contmumg success 

Partrally due to hr\ baLkground 111 the Bnu,h colonral educdtton and buredulrdtic. sy\tern\. 

Lee vtebed Singapore’s populdtlon den\lty d\ a resource awdmng development One of the 

PAP’\ fu-st mmatlces was to e\tablr\h unlversdl pnmdry educatton. Jnd the government allolated 
I 

the resource\ nelelsary to achreve thrr go,11 wnhtn one deLdde. Wnhm the pnmary \Lhool\ dnd 



especUy m the competmve secondary school system. the government emphasized the study of 

science and technology in order to provide the engineers. architects, and sclenlxts necessary to 

pace tkhnologxal development. Finally, the government mstltuted ngorous testing and 

evalua\lon. to avoid corrupnon and educatIonal nururnahsm while promohng a highly mentocratlc 

stand ‘d for advancement y 
/ 
Due to Smgapore’s ethruc diversity, language education promised to be a dlvlslve issue 

whxh pght undemune the developmental gaux of the education program. To sidestep this 
I 

problem, Lee msatuted a two language requirement. all students tralned for fluency m Enghsh 

and onI other language of the farmly’s choice. Each ethnx group felt protected by the ablhty to 

ensure ,thelr children learned the mother tongue, yet all would have Enghsh as a common 
I 

denom!nator. Enghsh already was the language of the eke, but the masses would have resisted 

had the PAP chosen to favor it. Instead. the two language pohcy led to the gradual acceptance of 
1 

English as the common language, with ethrnc languages gradually becommg u-relevant Wlthm a 

decade Smgapore had a common language and d commitment to personal advancement through 

education. / 

Lee’s efforts to elmxnate the problem of ethnic enclaves were even more rapid dnd lust as 

successful. In effect, the government made the pubhc an offer It literally could not refuse. public 

houslni with eventual belf-omnershlp Lee embarked on an dmbitiou\ \chedule of public housmg 

constrktlon 1s hlch forLlbly removed the squdhd ethruL Xumpaqs and repIdLed them wth 

modern--albeit bpartan--housmg The government’s twist wd\ that re\ldence wrthm the new 

pubk houbmg proJeLts wrl\ ethwally mlxed, thus elnnm&ng the powbllq of sthw tr~b~h~rn or 

oppobqon In the future By 1990. thl\ proprJm housed X0 per Lent of Slnpdpore \ population 



lncludmg most of the poor and a much of the rruddle class.’ The icing on the housrng cake was 

the government’s offer to let tenants in public housing use the savings kept in govemment- 

mandated accounts to ‘buy” their propemes back This pohcy invested former tenants in theu- 

developments and made permanent the neighborhood <vice ethnic) loyalty Lee uutially sought. 

With pohctes fostenng a common language, commitment to educanon, and neighborhood 
/ 

loyalhes, Lee’s last immediate challenge was to Jump start an economy which was tradihonally 

labor-intensive and based on trade In the economtc realm. Lee’s polrcies generated synergy The 

const.r$chon boom caused by government demand for housing and schools generated a high 

demanb for equipment and spurred economic growth The government hberahzed capital and 
I 

investment regulations. producing a steadily expanding flow of foreign investment and the 

development of more diverse, export-dnven lndustnes Finally, Singapore’s move into the globdl 

economy occurred during a penod of unprecedented economtc prospenty, augmented by the 

I 
regional development of Japan and the expansion of US economic investments in the region. 

By 1968, Smgapore was off to a fine start Yet the crecttron of a lasting Singaporean state 

was still in doubt when the Bntish announced then strategic withdrawdl from the region. Lee’s 

OppOItLfniShC style dnd effechveness were nowhere more apparent than in his policy approach to 
/ 

the Bntrsh withdrawal cnsts While Singapore was theoretically without a protective power. Lee 

realized the threat environment remained benign. so he drd not overreclct to the \ecunty snudtton 

He used the cnus atmosphere first to emphasize the nJtiona1 military \ervlce requnement (where 

again I! nghs h .hl wrt\ t e rqpcljiuclrtca). and to xohdtfy the PAP \ hold on power with dn election 
I 

(which ;the oppo\mon conveniently boycotted) Kext. Lee wt Jbout mmgdtmg the effects of the 
/ 

British bull-out which would remove between 10 dnd 25 per cent of Smg,ipore \ Gro\\ Dome\tiL 



Prod& 6 Using l-ns knowledge of the Bntlsh government. command of the language. and forceful 

personality, Lee traveled to England and arranged a senes of compromises which delayed the 

timetable for withdrawal, provided valuable compensanon to affected domestic industnes in 

Singapore. and provided choice facilities to the government of Singapore at a nominal cost. 

, Returning home, Lee took one last dramatic step Knowmg some unemployment nould 
/ 

result from the Bntish withdrawal, and armed with a renewed polmcal mandate. Lee pressured 

Singapore’s labor movement into a package of concessions which was locked in under the 

Employment and Industrial Relations Acts of 1968 These laws gave business and industry 
I 

leaders great flexrbrhty on personnel matters, and practically outlawed strikes Through Lee’s 
I 
I 

masterful policies, the crisis sparked by Great Britain’s strategic withdrawal had engendered a 

stronger sense of unity, new capital facilities (such as the onetime Royal Yavy shipyards) and an 

improved business climate 

Once past the lnlhd problems of creating national cohesion and surviving the withdrawal 

by Great Britain, Lee sponsored two long term pohcy dnves to address the biggest remaining 
I 
I 

challenge to Smgapore’r contmued success- contnuung growth in the standard of living. On one 

hand. Lee instituted an econonx diversrfication plan which Imuted Singapore’s vulnerability to 

international economic conditions and improved its prospects for continued growth. \lednwhile. 
I 

he purdued sometimes draconian (if not eugenx) population control pohcle\ de\tgned to rein In 

what 1%~ already the world’\ most densely populdted state 

To preclude rl ndtlon,.u eLonomy too \en\itive to the \i him\ of mtern&ondl Lommerce, 

Lee u,e,d government pohcy to \pur dlver.\lficcltlon Stnce the mxmme ~pport dnd hhipbulldrng 

\ector\ ldppedred to have cl compxrltrve cldvmtage. Lee promoted cdptwi inxe~tment in them dnd 



liberahzed registration requrrements, making Singapore a flag of convenience and the third largest 

port in the world. The government’s flexible currency and capital laws attracted the banlang 

industry, and its willingness to provide long-term financing generated a genuine industrial export 

sector i Foreign capital sought out Singapore for rts educated. drsciplined work force and 
/ 

political stability The orl shock of 1973 prompted a response smular to earher challenges After 

/ 
survivrng the mihd econonuc slow down, Singapore moved Into the petrocherrucal and petroleum 

refining fields to prevent future disruptions. No international econonuc factor appeared sufficient 

to sidetrack Singapore’s success 

I 
Still. Lee faced the denomrnator of the standard of hvtng equation population growth. 

I 
Against a backdrop of traditional Asian cultures which favored large families, Lee promulgated a 

I 
mix of population control policies liberalized access to aborhon, preferential treatment for those 

consenhng to stenhzahon, and housing prrvileges and penalhes tied to family size Yet these 

efforts only reduced the growth rate In line with other indusmalized nations, a result which might 

have occurred simply from econonuc development. Some of Lee’s policies to play government 

matchmaker for professional women in order to improve the “genetic pool” met with strong 
I 

culturaf resistance and proved ineffective ’ While sustaining high economic growth rates, Lee 

nutigated the pOpUkihOn growth problem, he has bequeathed to his \uecessors the ultimate 

resoluqon of continuing populatron pressures. 

‘Lee Kuan Yew’s approach of patemdl duthoritaridnlsm took ddvdntage of d benign 
I 

regtonjl environment. exploited the few naturJ1 advantages Singapore had. dnd accomphshed the 

formdn,on of a Sinpdporean &.tte 
I 

By Jny objective standard. Lee met the challenges facing him 
/ 

dnd buqceeded dt uhdt sken he onCe doubted However Singapore I\ no longer dn tnfJnt state. 
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and thy d&kultles it faces today demonstrate that it 1s the vxtun of Lee’s success The educated. 

hard-@orlung n-uddle class which Lee fostered IS ever less 4lmg to follow. without reservation, 

where the government leads. Smgapore’s government lacks an effective polmcal opposltron. has 

a comhliant press. and often tramples on the clvd hberties of pohtlcal outsiders or the population 

at 1argF All of these factors are tied to Lee’s requirement for a free hand dunng the early cnsls 
I 

years, knd the peoples’ acquiescence m hght of his success Wble Lee remams a power behind 
1 

the scenes as Senior Mnlster, even he publicly wonders whether Singapore has advanced too 

qurckl$, beconxng vulnerable to cultural dlslocahon m the process * Lee Kuan Yew accomphshed 

what few other 20th Century statesmen did ~II bulldrng a successful, modem state out of post- 

I 
colonial, third world cloth I-hs accomplishments clearly outweigh any dlfficulhes his strategy 

engencfered for his successors 



I EYDNOTES 

’ While several other members of rhe People’s Actron Party especially economist Goh Keng Swee. were key 
playerslur Smgapore s success. there is little doubt that Lee was the dommant force For all practtcal purposes the 
pohcres of me government of Smgapore. the People’s &non Party and Lee Kuan Yew are synonymous. 

’ C -M, Tumbull. A Hrsroq ofS~ryupore 1819-1988 (Sm3apore. Oxford Uruversrty Press. 1988). 297. 

3 Turnbull. 300 

’ Roughly 80% of Singapore’s population 1s strans-born Chmese. another is’% is Malay. with the remamder 
bemg South .&an or European 

’ James Mm&m. No Man IS alz Islatzd (London Allen & Unwin, 1990) 248 

6 The low figure comes from Stanley S Bedlmgton, h4alaysra and SznguTore The Suzldztzg of New Smes 
(Ithaca Cornell Unlverslty Press. 1978). 21 i. while the lugh end IS from Tumbull. 305 Wtile the exact amount 
may be m dispute. the pomt remams that the nascent Smgaporean state expecred sizable economic drslocauon from 
the Bntlsh wnhdrawal 

Lee $ unusual Ideas on cultural and ethmc trans are explored further m Lewis M Sunons. ‘Brave New 
Smgapore. The 4tfantrc. 268 (July 1991) 35. and m Fareed Zakarxa, “Culture Is Destmy A Conversation with Lee 
Kuan Yew Forergn Affazrs Vol 73 _VO 2 123 

’ Z‘alcqa 115 
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